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Bug Spray Worse Than the
Bite?
It may be healthier to endure pesky bug bites
rather than don insect repellant, according to
New York state officials. The state placed a
ban on insect repellants containing concen-
trations ofmore than 30% diethyltoluamide,
or DEET. Large doses of DEET have been
linked to skin blisters, seizures, and deaths of
several children.
Chemical manufacturers are protesting
the decision because they believe the links are
largely based on anecdotal evidence. DEET
effectively wards offmosquitoes and ticks and
is the world's most popular insect repellant,
according to the Chemical Specialties
Manufacturers Association, which represents
440 chemical companies.
The ban, proposed in 1992 by the New
York State Department of Health's environ-
mental health division, has not taken effect
yet because it is still being battled out in the
courts. In 1989, New York and other north-
eastern states began warning consumers not
to use insect repellants with high concentra-
tions ofDEET and to be particularly sparing
when applying the repellants to children. In
1992, New York issued the ban on repellants
containing more than 30% DEET, but the
CSMA prevented the ban from going into
effect byobtaining a restraining order. A state
appeals court ruled in favor of the depart-
ment this past spring, but the CSMA was
able to obtain another restraining order while
attempting to appeal thedecision again.
The ban was based "on a risk benefit
analysis of reports of adverse reactions and
tests of the efficacy of DEET," said James
Leach, a research scientist with the NewYork
State Department of Health's Bureau of
Toxic Substance Assessment. There are few
completed scientific studies on the health
effects of DEET. There are, however, docu-
mented cases ofadverse reactions in the scien-
tific literature. In addition, the annual reports
of the American Association of Poison
Control Centers Toxic Exposure Surveillance
System show calls concerning insect repel-
lants have increased into the thousands in the
last several years. Although the reports do not
break down the calls concerning DEET
specifically, according to Leach, DEET is the
active ingredient in the overwhelming majori-
tyofinsect repellants.
The EPA is awaiting the results ofseveral
studies before evaluating the status ofDEET.
"There are many studies being conducted
that have not been resolved yet," said Whang
Phang, a toxicologist with EPA's Office of
Pesticides. "There are a lot ofquestions that
need to be resolved."
Phang indicated that the anecdotes con-
cerning the adverse health effects of DEET
may be due to misapplication of the insect
repellants. "With the increase in Lyme dis-
eases in the north, people use a lot of
DEET," he said. "How one applies [the
insect repellants] is important." Leach said it
is unclear whether DEET is effective in
repellingdeer ticks.
Several manufacturers of DEET under-
took a study in 1992 on the health effects of
the chemical and concluded that it was safe to
use as an active ingredient in insect repellants.
The study included evaluations ofacute, sub-
chronic, and chronic toxicity, oncogenicity,
teratology, neurotoxicity, mutagenicity, phar-
macokinetics, and human dermal absorption.
The study concluded that the only
adverse effects on human health are a low
potential to produce systemic toxicity or to
cause skin sensitization, and the potential to
cause eye or skin irritation in humans. The
animal research indicated that DEET does
not have the potential to cause cancer, nor
cause birth defects, according to thewriters of
the study.
Healthy male volunteers were used in the
human dermal absorption tests, which indi-
cated that less than 10% ofthe administered
DEET was absorbed following dermal
administration.
Because they deem DEET as safe, the
chemical manufacturers aim to keep insect
repellants with high concentrations ofDEET
on the market. But there have been concerns
raised about whether concentrations over
30% actually ward off more insects. New
York state officials do not think so. "We
examined the data and found no clear incre-
mental benefit with concentrations over
30%," said Frank Hegener, an associate
chemist with the pesticide product registra-
tion section in the state Department of
Environmental Conservation. "Concen-
trations below 30% appeared to have the
same effects as concentrations over30%."
Ifthe ban survives the appeal, itwill affect
many products, including Repel Insect
Repellant, Ole Time Woodman Jungle
Formula, Cutter Formula 100 Maximum
Strength, Maximum Protection Off,
Maximum Strength Deep Woods Off,Jungle
Plus, Ben's 100 Insect Repellant, Muskol
Insect Repellant, and Skeeter Stop 100.
Peskypoison? Calls to poison control centers concerning insect rep( several years.
Age(years)-id Outcoa mi No. of h (years health
Outcome
Year exposures <6 6-17 >17 Accident facility None Minor Moderate Major Death
1992 4,762 3,355 845 543 4,659 663 1,209 1,489 61 5 0
1991 5,044 3,670 816 525 4,921 6 50 710 1,402 1,539 55 6 0
1990 4,667 3,295 800 545 4,603 33 1,439 1,287 38 0 0
1989 4,409 3,175 747 451 4,342 30 i 632 1,395 1,342 35 3 0
1988 2,457 1,797 380 264 2,420 16 20 9 1,086 767 24 1 0
1987 2,460 1,805 416 226 2,4 22 16 9 1,100 844 29 2 0
Source: Annual Reports of the Association of Poison Control Centers Toxic Exposure Surveillance System, published in the American Joumal ofEmergency
Medicine.
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